Risk and Protective Factors
for the Onset of Mental
Disorders
During the past 30 years a growing body of research has elucidated some of the risk factors that predispose children and adults to mental disorder. Recent research has also helped to change the concept of a risk factor from a fixed, specific circumstance or life stress to a broader, more general phenomenon that may be modifiable, or malleable, and related to a developmental phase (Avison, 1992). These findings have led to a shift in risk factor research in both emphasis and complexity.
Risk factors are those characteristics, variables, or hazards that, if present for a given individual, make it more likely that this individual, rather than someone selected at random from the general population, will develop a disorder (Werner and Smith, 1992; Garmezy, 1983). To qualify as a risk factor, therefore, a variable must be associated with an increased probability of disorder and must antedate the onset of disorder. Variables that may be risk factors at one life stage may or may not put an individual at risk at a later stage of development. Risk factors can reside with the individual or within the family, community, or institutions that surround the individual. They can be biological or psychosocial in nature. Some risk factors play a causal role, although this may not be known prior to an intervention study. Others merely mark or identify the potential for a disorder rather than cause the disorder, and for these, therefore, malleability is not an issue. For example, unusual eye movement is often associated with and predates schizophrenia. Its presence increases the likelihood that an individual will develop schizophrenia, but any efforts to alter such eye movements
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